Academic institutions preparing for quality and academic accreditation adopt a range of evaluations. Each of such evaluations involves closed items, a mixture of individual items on various aspects, followed by global item which is the overall satisfaction of students about related evaluation. A common question in mind of the academic developers is "where to start, using global items results, or, individual items results!" Through exploratory results of course evaluation survey (CES) data on courses in nursing program of University of Dammam, this article attempts to answer this question. In summary, under this program which is in the developmental phase, one can expedite decision making related to required action plans by using global items results.
Introduction
To guide the development and management of the quality of higher education, a valuable and indispensable input remains the evidence generated from students' evaluation surveys on a range of domains such as course, faculty, program, as well as services of the institution. Institutional studies on such evaluations are prevalent in most academic institutions, including the University of Dammam (UD), Saudi Arabia, as evidenced by the ample literature [1] [2] [3] . However, in order to maximize the utility of the evidence, it is equally important that, the awareness and knowledge of users and policy planners, and their organization orientation, is enhanced from time to time [1, 4] .
Furthermore, due to the quality race among institutions of higher education, especially those aiming at an ever increasing quality, students' evaluations remain unavoidable [5] [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] . The limitations of such surveys are known. At the same time, activities related to quality developments and its sustainability still rely on them [4, 19] . To overcome this dilemma, clearer understanding of the use of evaluation results is required [1, 20] . Also, users' requirements need to be considered [1, 21] .
UD currently performs a range of evaluations by students [1] [2] [3] as requirements for academic accreditation by the National Commission for Academic Accreditation & Assessment (NCAAA). Al-Rubaish [1] employed the observed results from students' experience survey (SES) of two colleges to describe the related institutional practice, and, its policy implications towards quality management in higher education. In another article [2] , he described the institutional practice related to program evaluation survey (PES), and its comparative appraisal with SES of same program. Furthermore, Al-Rubaish, Wosornu and Dwiverdi [3] drew attention to the need to focus on appropriate inferential approaches in dealing with evaluation data recorded on a Likert-type item, using course evaluation survey (CES) data.
This practice is adopted throughout the UD, beginning from the colleges of Applied medical Sciences, Dentistry, Engineering, Medicine and Nursing. Each of the three evaluation questionnaires used by UD, namely CES, PES and SES, consists of closed items and open ended questions. Hence, describing issues related to one of them will serve the purpose of better understanding of not only these three but also other evaluations involving similar structure in related questionnaires.
The discussion in the present article is focussed on course evaluation survey (CES). CES explores students' experience at the end of courses in academic programs. It has 24 closed items. Of these, 23 are individual items on four areas. Each individual item seeks students' opinion on one aspect under a specific area. On the other hand, item 24 (global item) seeks students' opinion on their overall or global experience of that course [3] . The CES also has three open-ended questions (Appendix 1). This article addresses targeted issues related to only closed items.
Through analysis and interpretation of evaluation data on closed items, policy planners have at least two overriding requirements. The first is to identify and prioritize areas which require changed focus for improvement. The second is the expectation that once the observed priority improvements have been implemented, high positive impact on students' satisfaction will be consistently achieved.
While engaged in this discretionary process about the relative utility value of these analytical results, off and on, researchers have argued as to which one individual items vis-à-vis the global item has the following attributes: validity, reliability and efficiency, as well as being simple, easy to comprehend and easy to use? Also, NCAAA [22] has prescribed to use the global item under the SES in a program as one of the key performance indicator (KPI). These points resulted into conceptualisation of the present article. In our knowledge, the reports addressing this issue are very few [23, 24] .
This article intends to provide additional clues to policy planners towards improvements in decision making [23] regarding continuous development in the program [24] . It has two fold objectives: first, to describe institutional practice related to students' global experience at the end of a course & its comparative appraisal with students' experience related to various aspects of that course in an academic program; and, second, to describe its utilities in deriving policy oriented clues at higher level (e.g., semester/year; program). It is expected that these observations should be helpful to policy planners in undertaking more appropriate developmental measures for academic programs in general and individual courses in particular. In addition, from research as well as administrative point of view, other academic institutions might also find these observations equally useful in quality management of similar academic programs.
Materials and Methods

Data
For discussion, the exploratory data sets on CES were considered from one academic program, viz the 8-semester Bachelor of Science in Nursing. These CES data for semesters 1, 3, 5 & 7 were collected during the 2008-2009 academic year. In these surveys, the obtained response rate was comparatively higher among students of first two semesters, and lower among those in remaining semesters ( Table 1) . However, it does not stop discussing the issues being addressed in this article. Furthermore, 
Analytical Methods
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Pooled Analysis
To derive semester/program level pooled results, global items in each of the 15 CES data sets from the nursing program can be considered to be equally important. This is because programs at UD are in the developmental phase, especially regarding academic accreditation by NCAAA. The pooled results, along with related confidence-intervals [27] at semester/year, as well as program level, are listed in Table 6 . They are also depicted in diagrams (Figures  1(a) to (d) ) to compare the distribution of total global items, and, that of total individual items in relation to their respective performance criteria of the mean, median, first quartile and cumulative % of students with rating score 4 or 5.
Results
The observations related to results on global items under the considered courses, along with consistency in its reporting, are described in section 3.1. Further, its utilization in deriving policy oriented clues at two higher levels (viz. semester/year and program) is reported in section 3.2.
Global Items Results and Related Consistency
The results based on the mean grading criterion ( Table 1 & Figure 1(a) ) clearly demonstrate that the global item results and individual items results were positively and highly correlated. In other words, for each course, when a high proportion of individual items were rated as gold, its global item also was rated as gold. Similar observations were true for grading of items as green or red. To be more specific, performance gradings of individual items and that of their corresponding global item remained positively and highly correlated. These observations were further confirmed in Figure 1(a) , where cumulative results of all considered courses were depicted according to satisfaction gradings of individual items and global items. Both results followed similar distribution in relation to satisfaction gradings. Some shortcomings in the use of mean grading criterion of evaluation data involving an ordinal scale were previously reported [3] . Hence, the minimum threshold of satisfaction among at least 50% students was considered, i.e. the median grading criterion. Results are listed in Table  3 . The relationship between global item results and other individual items results still remained similar as observed under the mean grading criterion. This relationship failed to hold true in case of course No.9. In any event, this may again support the reported shortcoming under mean grading criterion [3] . Interestingly, under the median grading criterion, a comparatively higher number of courses emerged with high performance as globally rated by the students. However, as true in case of the mean grading criterion, the results of global items and those of other individual items still followed similar distributions on satisfaction grading (Figure 1(b) ). For further improvements, a raised threshold of satisfaction among at least 75% students was explored by using first quartile grading ( Table 4) . As observed in case of the mean and the median grading criteria, the relationship between global items results and other individual items results remained as positive and high correlation. Like course No.9 under the median grading criterion, course No.1 also failed to confirm this relationship under first quartile grading criterion. Further, as obvious because of the increased threshold, hardly any course achieved high satisfaction rating. However, again a positive and high correlation between results on global items and those on other items was established (Figure 1(c)) . But, the majority of courses remained at acceptable level.
To adopt the example of good practice from globally reputed academic institutions, a further increase in the threshold of satisfaction to at least 80% of students was explored. The resulting items satisfaction gradings using cumulative % of students with score 4 & 5 are listed in Table 5 . As in case of the mean grading criterion, under each course, there was positive and high correlation between global items results and other individual items results. It is further supported through their cumulative distribution of satisfaction on gradings (Figure 1(d) ).
As evident from above descriptions, irrespective of the items grading criterion which was employed, the global items results and the other individual items results follow a similar distribution. In other words, the students surveyed remained objective and consistent while scoring global items. It may be worthwhile to mention here that, for each course, students responded to the global item immediately but only after completing all the individual items in the four areas of the questionnaire. Intuitively, evaluating only the global item can be expected to yield different results.
Utilization of Global Items Results
Bearing in mind the observed results in previous sections, to derive more meaningful and effective policy-oriented clues, one can straightway rely on global item results. For example, each course with gradings on the global item of only acceptable or improvement required, needs continuous focus on all the individual items in that course. Once a course's grading on its global item attains high level (i.e. students are satisfied/strongly satisfied), then, in order to sustain its higher grading, one can re-visit the results of its individual items, searching for important clues related to further required improvements.
Cumulative results of courses in a semester/year can answer questions raised by policy planners, as to which semester/year needs more focus. As listed in Table 6 , courses delivered in semester 1 indicated high performance under the mean as well as median grading criteria. However, the results in the same courses declined to acceptable level when the threshold of satisfaction among the students surveyed was raised. For courses considered together in the third semester, grading was acceptable. However, it declined to improvement required when raised thresholds of satisfaction were explored. The courses are taken together in 5 th & 7 th semesters separately. Both sets of the results remained at acceptable level in the mean, first quartile and the final grading criteria, but, attained high performance level under the median grading criterion. These observations suggest that semester-specific corrective measures are required.
Using a similar convention to address the program level, the results were derived after pooling all the courses together. As listed in bottom row of Table 6 , under the mean and first quartile grading criteria, courses obtained acceptable level. They reached high level under median criterion, but, declined to improvement-required under cumulative % of students with score 4 & 5.
Thus, if the policy target was to achieve satisfaction among at least 50% students, then this program had no cause for concern. However, if an increased threshold of students' satisfaction becomes mandatory, as a matter of policy, then, further effort at improvement will be required.
Summary and Conclusions
Academic developers need to look for alternative clues which can refine the decision-making process [23] about designing and implementing continuous quality improvement action plans in higher education [24] . As observed in the present article based on CES data, the global item results are positively and highly correlated with those of individual items. Indeed, one set of results seems to influence the other. These results and related issues remain to be confirmed. In the meantime, we suggest that the global item results offer a pragmatic starting point for academic program developers [23, 24] provided two conditions are met.
First, as mentioned earlier, the sequencing of items on the questionnaire must be such that responses on individual items precede that on global items. Otherwise, global item results may provide an inaccurate picture, leading to inappropriate action plans. Secondly, starting corrective actions with global item results is expected to be more useful for institutional environments considered to be in developing phase of their academic programs.
Once the global satisfaction among students about a course attains a high level at a particular satisfaction threshold, there will be much utility value in drilling down to gradings assigned to individual items. In this case, lowgraded items can be given priority closer attention. This practice will help to develop and sustain high quality in higher education.
As also recommended by Abrami [23] , for using global item results at five levels which are considered higher than "course" (i.e. semester, year, program, college and university level), the average of global items from courses covered in a semester can be aggregated. This approach will help in improving decision-making at these higher levels, especially if most of the courses have poor global item gradings. Once the majority of courses attain higher gradings, one can make a paradigm shift away from this practice and look at individual items at the chosen level. A transition phase will require a hybrid approach global items vis-à-vis individual items. Once all the courses in a program attain high global item gradings, evaluations using even sampling-based approach can be adequate to moni-tor the sustainability of the achieved quality in higher education.
Limitations
The present article considered exploratory CES data sets of only one program from only one College, Nursing, the University of Dammam [UD] . In addition to other aspects, each program/college in UD might be at varying levels of the developmental phase in terms of infrastructure and facilities related to information technology (IT), library, sports and religious prayer. Accordingly, each might require a different approach while making use of global item results.
Future Research
Each program as well as college involves varying levels of development [1] [2] . Thus, each one of them requires such evaluations considering related CES data. Likewise, data under other evaluations also need to be explored to assess utility of global item results viz-a-viz other item results. The related clues from such explorations may be helpful to the academic program developers in expediting the decision-making about continuous quality improvements in high education.
